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The Ethics of Defying the Invincible 
THE MEMORABLE CASE OF  
“O'DWYER Vs NAIR”

K.M.P. Menon*At the beginning of the Civil Disobedience 
Movement initiated by Gandhiji a certain booklet 
which warned the people of India of the 
consequences that would follow not immediately 
but far in the future, was in wide circulation. The 
name of the booklet was GANDHI AND 
ANARCHY. It was written by Sir Chettur 
Sankaran Nair, a former President of the Indian 
National Congress and subsequently a member of 
the Viceroy Executive Council.  When people see 
irresponsible behaviour by lawyers, legislators, 
bank managers etc. today they are reminded of 
this remarkable prophesy. Sankaran Nair had 
warned that exactly what we see around us today 
would happen if Gandhiji's advice was accepted. 
If students indulge in strikes, if lawyers and others 
walk out of courts in protest, venerable 
institutions would lose their sanctity and coming 
generations would show disrespect and 
discontentment towards carefully built-up 
precedents and traditions, the result would be 
anarchy.

Anarchy in its true sense was considered by 
the Greeks as a situation where the people 
governed themselves with a minimum of 
governance.  Later on, it came to mean conditions 
that are chaotic and confused. Leadership, sound 

organizations backed by force where necessary 
and above all respect for authority are required 
for the healthy growth of any nation. 

Gandhiji's inspiration for civil disobedience 
thwas the 19  century essay by an American 

admirer of India Henry David Thoreau.  He is 
often quoted world wide as an advocate of 
“Minimum Governance”.  Indians have a way of 
advocating “Maximum Governance” - in other 
words, a Ma- Bap– Sarkar. Experience shows that 
both extremes are undesirable.

Sankaran Nair's Prophesy has come true.  
People should have a sound education and also 
exercise prudence and self restraint about public 
issues. Only this can ensure progress.  Thus shall 
and only thus can “Freedom grow from Precedent 
to Precedent”.

Sankaran Nair had to pay a heavy price for 
his prophesy.  Many Indians mistook him for a 
sympathizer and supporter of English rule, even 
though he resigned from the plum post of being a 
member of the Viceroy's Executive Council.  The 
Hindu Newspaper of Madras railed against Nair 
as a turn court. The English considered him a 
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(PFI, formerly known as Family Planning 

Foundation) in l970. He remained its founder 

Chairman till his death in 1993 in Switzerland 

at the age of 89. He strongly believed that 

population management was too sensitive and 

too important an issue to be left alone with the 

government and recognised the responsibility 

of the private sector on the issue. 

Perhaps his only regret in life was that 

enough was not being done to manage the 

booming Indian population. Speaking at the 

annual General Meeting of the Family 

48

Planning Foundation, he pointed out in 1991 

quoting census figures that the population was 

growing beyond control. He warned that 

poverty fuelled largely by uncontrolled 

population growth was lowering the quality of 

life in India and increasing social tensions, 

wasting national energies. He criticised the 

bloated family planning programme of the 

government as ineffective and bureaucratic. 

Perhaps the greatest tribute anyone can make 

to JRD is by contributing to fulfil his visions of 

population management, which would see 

every Indian living in dignity. 
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Quotes from JRD Tata

Money is like manure. It stinks when you pile it; it grows when you spread it.

Never start with diffidence, Always start with confidence.

To be a leader, you have got to lead human beings with affection.

I never had any interest in making money. None of my decisions were influenced 

by whether it would bring me money or wealth.

Uncommon thinkers reuse what common thinkers refuse.

When you work, work as if everything depends on you. When you pray,  pray as if 

everything depends on God.

Cleanliness is the Hallmark of perfect standards and the best quality inspector is the 

conscience.

Quality is first engineered; only then it is inspected.

Making steel may be compared to making a chappati (tortilla). To make a good 

chappati, even a golden pin will not work unless the dough is good.
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maverick and an ingrate. After all he held a same 
position in the Viceroys'   Executive Council with 
the same portfolio of subjects as Lord Macaulay 
and before that a Justice of the Madras High 
Court.  A passage in his booklet became the 
subject of a celebrated case. He had written 
against the repressive measures in the Punjab, 
against the Jalianwala Bhag in particular. This 
caused offence to the British Governor of the area 
Sir Michael O'DWYER. He filed a case of 
defamation against Nair.

The case went from court to court and finally 
to the Privy Council in London.  Nair could have 
apologized and could have let it go but possessing 
a very healthy, bristling sense of self respect and 
knowing he was right, an apology was 
unthinkable for him.  The famous judge Justice 
McCardie was presiding and the jurors except 
one found him guilty.  Nair paid an enormous 
sum   in pounds sterling as damages rather than 
apologize. The amount would have been much 
higher if the cost of litigation to the other party 
had also been included in the judgement.  Nair 
was saved from this and  further financial ruin by 
the dissenting view of one juror.  This dissenting 
juror was none other than the famous Professor 
Harold Laski of the London School of 
Economics.  If the jury had been unanimous, the 
court could have had to recover full costs from 
Nair. While resigning from the Council Nair was 
asked by the Viceroy, whom he would 
recommend to be appointed in his place. Nair 
who never lost an opportunity to put the English 
in their place, pointed to his splendidly liveried 
peon, Shyamlal, and said he would do splendidly 
because the British may appreciate a lackey.  He 
was implying that no self respecting person 
would serve the British after Jalianwala Bagh.  
Both the Viceroy, Lord Chelmsford, and Nair 
have commented on this incident in their 
respective memoirs.  No Indian or Britisher had 
dared to speak or face the Viceroy with such 
insouciance.  Nair says that he felt that the British 

needed such a shock at that juncture!  The success 
of Sir C. Shankaran Nair in bringing about 
important reforms in the Government of India 
including the Act of 1935 upon which the post 
independence structure depends – has not yet 
been fully appreciated.   

Epilogue

Long after his retirement Sir Michael 

O'Dwyer, Lt. Governor of The Punjab, fell to an 

assassin's bullet while coming out of a church in 

England after a meeting. It happened in 1940,  

twenty two years after Jalianwala Bagh.   The 

assassin was Udham Singh who as a young lad 

was witness to the Jalianwala Bagh incident and 

was a survivor.  The order to fire on that fateful 
th

day, 13  April, 1919, (Baisakhi) when 

traditionally people gathered in that garden or 

Bagh.  Coming from surrounding villages, they 

had no idea of the Prohibitory orders in force.  It 

was the beginning of the end of the British 

Empire.  The firing order  was given by a shell-

shocked veteran, out of the First World War 

trenches, with a name similar to that of the 

Governor. His name was Brig. General Reginald 

Dyer. Within a year he suffered a stroke, was 

totally bed ridden and lingered on for some seven 

years.  Dyer came from a family established in 

India.  His grandfather founded a famous 

Brewery in India, the products of which are still in 

great demand.

Ironically, Mr. Winston Churchill  then in 
the opposition criticized severely  this firing on 
civilians.  Thereafter it was ordered that any 
shooting other than in war  should be only below 
the knees after due warning and all other means 
of crowd dispersal had failed.  Churchill warned 
that this action would cost Britain its Eastern 
Empire.

Churchill's warning came  true.  In the event 
we may conclude that Nair's prediction also came 
true.  

ENVIRONMENT, ECOLOGY 
and ETHICS 

 T.N.K. Kurup*
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The relationship between living things and 

environment is the subject of ecology, a name 

derived from two Greek words meaning ‘the 

study of home’.  This term is apt, as all living 

beings have their particular home in Nature to 

which they are tied by many invisible strands.  

These include the interaction of all 

constituents of the environment, viz the soil to 

walk, crawl or burrow, the air they breathe or 

fly in, the rainfall or the light intensity they 

endure.  Without the organic matter provided 

by living organism, there would be no soil 

other than inert mineral particles.  The soil is 

important to plants, and plants in turn support 

animals.  The carbon dioxide and oxygen both 

necessary for the existence of plant and animal 

life; are themselves produced by plants and 

animals and the cycle of life sustains itself.

Man is the only creature apparently 

standing aloof from the interaction of living 

things since he is able to make a home for 

himself anywhere in the world.  But he needs 

air to breathe, water to drink and food to eat 

which are provided by nature.  Apart from 

providing food for humans, plants have been 

the source of medicines in the treatment of 

various diseases.  The diversity of plants and 

animals have also been the source for the 

products we use – fibre, leather, paper, to name 

a few.  It also provides us with beautiful and 

breathtaking landscapes, exotic flora and 

fauna and natural climate control.

Preserving this diversity that have given 
so much is essential for the continued well 
being of the earth and its inhabitants.  Larger 
the number of diverse species, the greater will 
be the resilience of the biosphere and its eco 
system.  This by itself is a reason for 
protecting the endangered species.  The loss of 
bio-diversity will ultimately make our lives 
poorer.

Present Scenario

Increasing population, unsustainable 
development, consumerism, wastage and poor 
understanding of the interconnected life are 
causing irrepairable damage to the 
environment; and unnatural extinction of 
species.  The loss of biodiversity during our 
own lifetime, accompanied by high levels of 
pollution of air and water are matters of 
serious concern, which ultimately pose a 
danger to our own survival.  Humans have 
advanced technologically over the years, 
many a time, manipulating the environment to 
suit their selfish needs.  But today as we reach 
what appears to be a critical threshold of the 
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